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In mid-February, President Carlos Roberto Reina delivered what some local press reports called a
"coup" to the Honduran armed forces by appointing his own choice as defense minister. Although
the military high command has swallowed this and other bitter medicine administered by Reina
in his demilitarization campaign, rumors of a backlash persist. When Reina took office in January
1994, he promised to bring the military firmly under civilian control. In February 1995, the armycontrolled secret police (Direccion Nacional de Investigations, DNI) was replaced by a civilian
police investigation office (Direccion de Investigacion Criminal, DIC). DNI was part of the public
security forces (Fuerza de Seguridad Publica, FUSEP), which is a branch of the armed forces, and
was notorious for human rights abuses and corruption (see NotiSur, 02/03/95).
In May 1994, the National Assembly unanimously approved a constitutional amendment to
eliminate obligatory military service, ending a 30-year practice of forced recruitment and welldocumented accusations that recruits were physically mistreated. The amendment was ratified in
April 1995 (see NotiSur, 03/24/95 and 04/21/95). However, the most dramatic measure taken to date
to limit the military's political influence was Reina's surprise appointment in mid-February of Col.
Jose Luis Nunez as minister of defense.
In choosing Nunez, Reina bypassed the three nominees offered by armed forces chief Gen. Mario
Hung Pacheco. This is the first time that a president has picked his own defense minister since the
military turned the government over to civilians in 1982.Since that time, the military high command
has selected the defense minister, whose appointment was then rubber-stamped by the president.
Although, according to the Constitution, the president is commander of the armed forces, past
presidents Roberto Suazo Cordova (1982-1986) and Jose Azcona (1986-1990) have called the title
merely "decorative." "Where does it say that the president must accept recommendations when
it comes to picking the cabinet?" Reina responded, when asked by reporters why he had ignored
Hung's recommendations. "The president cannot be compelled to do things by subordinates."
Nunez, who was sworn in on Feb. 14, was previously the director of the National Defense College
and replaces outgoing defense minister Gen. Reynaldo Andino Flores. On Feb. 12, Reina also
disappointed military leaders by confirming Gen. Alvaro Romero in his post as chief of the
president's honor guard, again ignoring advice from Hung, who had publicly asked Reina to replace
Romero with an officer chosen by the military high command. "I have confirmed Gen. Alvaro
Romero, on whom my security and that of my family depends," said Reina. "When a change of
government style is put into practice, it causes some surprises. The time is coming to an end when
[the military] exercises political power." Neither Nunez nor Romero have much support within the
top echelons of the military. Nevertheless, Hung and other commanders immediately said they
would accept the president's choices.
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"The president has the authority to choose any armed forces officer he wants," said Hung. "While
it's true that he did not choose the officer we proposed, we accept his decision." With Hung still
expected to hold real power over the military, Reina's new defense minister may encounter stiff
opposition to demilitarizing measures from the Reina administration. But that conflict of authority
is also apparently about to end. On Feb. 26, Reina announced that Congress had moved to abolish
the office of armed forces chief as well as to end the military's autonomy, which it has enjoyed since
1957. The changes will take place when Hung's term expires in 1999. "[Hung] is the last chief of the
armed forces," said Reina.
In yet another bold step, on Feb. 15 the Assembly approved a resolution to reassert its constitutional
prerogative to set the size of the armed forces. Hung was quick to express his acceptance of the
Assembly's position, saying it was up to the Assembly to fix the number of troops. Deputy Raul
Pineda of the opposition Partido Nacional (PN) said recently that some military units designed
for 300 men have only 60 and that the new recruitment system is shrinking the armed forces to
5,000 soldiers and 2,000 officers. But, according to official military figures, their forces number
approximately 20,000, counting military and FUSEP personnel. As yet, the legislature has not
decided on the troop levels it will authorize, although there are proposals to reduce it to 10,000.
Legislators are to meet with Hung to discuss the question of troop levels and pay raises.
Even without legislation specifically reducing the size of the military, other factors are forcing
the high command to accept reductions. With the end of the armed conflicts in El Salvador and
Nicaragua and the winding down of the civil war in Guatemala, the military is under pressure to
agree to cutbacks. Furthermore, budget constraints that are affecting most government operations
may mean military leaders must choose between guns and troops and even between officers and
soldiers.
Some groups have suggested that the military should sell some of its weapons and use the money
to cover the new expenses of a voluntary recruitment system. With the elimination of conscription,
the military has complained that it cannot fill the ranks, given the US$5 per month currently paid
to soldiers. Therefore, Hung has asked for a US$6 million budget increase to cover a pay raise to US
$67 per month (see NotiSur, 02/02/96). Over the last ten years, the military budget has been reduced
from US$100 million to its current level of US$34 million and the Reina administration has been
reluctant to increase it. Furthermore, a news report suggested that the existing military budget may
not always be properly spent and said that there was a "surplus" of generals and colonels.
According to the report, the armed forces have 24 generals and about 30 colonels more than are
needed, many on full salary, but without a specific assignment. Admitting that the problem exists,
Hung said it was an unexpected result of past planning for the training of new officers. "The
situation was not foreseen, and the law prevents us from retiring officers who have not completed
30 years of service or reached the age of 60," said Hung. While the administration maintains that
the armed forces must get along on the current budget, Treasury Minister Juan Ferrara said that
before any budget increase is granted, the comptroller general should first audit the military's
books to determine what its expenditures are. But when the government tried to audit the military's
books in February to see if a bigger budget was justified, the high command balked, reminding the
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comptroller general that an audit had been carried out two years before. "I don't know why they
want to go over our expenditures again," said Hung.
Meanwhile, to dramatize its need for additional funds, the armed forces turned to a public relations
extravaganza. On March 20, the armed forces held a meeting at an artillery battalion headquarters
near Tegucigalpa. The meeting was accompanied by infantry field demonstrations, the firing of
artillery rounds, and helicopter flyovers. Attending the meetings were Reina, representatives of
the judicial and legislative branches, and high-ranking military officers. The announced purpose
of the meeting was to explain the "crisis" facing the military and to convince civilian officials that
Honduras faces threats that could require a strong military response. "Honduras is being left
without its armed forces," said Hung at a press conference following the meeting. "If it remains
without them, who is going to defend its sovereignty?"
Among the reasons to maintain a large military force, Hung and other officers mentioned growing
crime and violence in civilian society and the defense of Honduran maritime limits with Belize,
Guatemala, Mexico, Cuba, the Cayman Islands, Nicaragua, and Colombia. The president,
however, was unconvinced. He called the meeting "interesting," but said there would be no
additional funding for the military. The country "has other priorities," said Reina. In addition to
the government's other priorities, adherence to the neoliberal economic model requires deep cuts
in state spending and the economic restructuring program is having some effect on the loss of
military funding. The country is struggling to bring down its fiscal deficit to meet goals set by the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and, at the same time, is staggering under a burdensome US$4.2
billion foreign debt, the service payments for which take 30% of the annual budget (see NotiSur,,
02/22/96).
As Reina has proceeded with his demilitarization policy, scattered rumors have arisen that the
armed forces might retaliate by staging a coup. Retired Col. Hector Fonseca said in February that
a number of people had asked former armed forces chief Gen. Luis Discua to overthrow the Reina
government, but there has been no independent confirmation that a coup was contemplated.
Speculation has also focused on a possible political battle over demilitarization in which former
military officers might play a part. For example, Fonseca, along with another retired officer, Roberto
Mendoza, are angling for the presidential nomination of the Partido Nacional (PN). "Because they
do not see any future in the [military] institution, there is a kind of consensus among a significant
sector of the armed forces to move into the political arena where they do see a future," said PN
deputy Pineda. [Sources: Notimex, 02/11/96; Central America Update, 02/01-02/15/96; Inforpress
Centroamericana (Guatemala), 02/22/96; Reuter, 02/13/96, 02/15/96, 02/16/96, 02/18/96, 02/19/96,
02/25/96, 02/26/96; Inter Press Service, 02/27/96, 02/29/96, 03/20/96; Agence France-Presse, 02/15/96,
03/20/96]
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